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This contribution to Economics as Discourse: An Analysis of the Language of Economists 
develops the theme that economics, long considered a science, is actually part of the 
cultural context by and through which we give meaning and purpose to our lives. 
Economics is culture, our culture in the sense that it represents an “effort to provide a 
coherent set of answers to the existentialist situations that confront all human beings in 
the passage of their lives” (Bell 1976, p. 12).   
 
The analytical framework for this chapter is Clifford Geertz’s model of religion as a 
cultural system (1973, pp. 87-125). The analytical task is to delve into the meaning of 
economics. I juxtapose economics with religion knowing full well that few economists 
think of themselves as theologians. Doing so, however, illuminates the meanings of the 
concepts embodied in the symbols that make up economics proper, symbols such as the 
Marshallian Cross.1  We can then inquire into the relationship, or lack of relationship, 
between economics and what goes on in the world.   
                                                        
1 Alfred Marshall, the 19th Century British economist, was the first to bring the then separate ideas of a 
Law of Supply and a Law of Demand together, illustrating it with the now familiar graph depicting a 
downward sloping demand curve and an upward sloping supply curve. Being the first to so illustrate these 
two “laws” economics, this standard illustration of the intersection of supply and demand, is known today 
as the Marshallian Cross. The religious symbolism should not be lost. 
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This chapter is organized as follows:   
1. The first section reviews our image of the relationships between science and 
other knowledge systems, between science, common sense, art, and religion.   
2. The second section reviews, briefly, the status of economics as a science and 
finds it wanting by its own standards for success.   
3. The third section discusses the necessity for having codes of conduct if any kind 
of social economy is to be forthcoming. In this I propose, following Adolph Lowe 
(1942), that the law of demand “does not describe what an individual member of 
the market actually does, nor does it predict what he will do.” The law of 
demand “prescribes” what an individual member of the market “should do” (p. 
45).   
4. The fourth section considers economics from the perspective of religion as a 
cultural system, looking at three existential challenges that economics 
addresses: the limits of our analytical capacities, the limits of our powers of 
endurance, and the limits of our moral insight.   
 
Economics is a symbolic system for the creation and inculcation of meaning and 
purpose, and economic laws, such as the laws of supply and demand, are not laws that 
govern behavior but rules that govern practice. Economics provides the terms, 
expressions, and ordinary language that we use to give meaning to our world of daily 
life as we confront it, act in it, and attempt to live through it.   
 
We should not be surprised or disappointed that “the generalizations and maxims of the 
best social science share certain characteristics of their predecessors — the proverbs of 
folk societies, the generalizations of jurists, the maxims of Machiavelli” (MacIntyre 1984, 
p. 105). Nor should we be surprised that economics, “rather than being paired with 
Newtonian physics, as is so often and … so fervently done, deserved to be ranked 
alongside Christianity as one of the great spiritual forces” (Bunke 1964, p. 9).  
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